Y ou have been diagnosed with angina pectoris, commonly referred to as angina. This condition may be associated with discomfort in the chest or adjacent areas. Other symptoms of angina may include shortness of breath, fatigue, or nausea. The symptoms you feel are usually the result of a temporary lack of blood flow to your heart muscle, often caused by a blockage in the blood vessels that feed your heart. It is especially noticeable when there is an increased demand on your heart to pump blood such as during exercise or periods of emotional stress.
There are 2 types of angina. If you have discomfort that usually arises on increased physical activity or stress, it is called stable angina. If your discomfort occurs with minimal activity or at rest or is increasing in frequency or intensity, it is called unstable angina. Angina is common in patients with coronary artery disease (CAD; blocked heart arteries usually caused by cholesterol and other risk factors such as high blood pressure, diabetes mellitus, and cigarette smoking) and occurs in both men and women across all age groups.
Generally, patients with chronic stable angina have reduced quality of life and are less likely to participate in regular physical activity programs. Nitroglycerin, also referred to as "nitro," has been used with success for more than a century to treat angina. Nitroglycerin is a useful medication to help patients with CAD "reintroduce" physical activity into their lives. Nitroglycerin may alleviate the discomfort of both stable and unstable angina. There are numerous barriers to performing regular exercise. Many patients cite their poor health as a reason to avoid exercise. Other reasons include lack of knowledge on how to exercise safely, inexperience in exercise programs, and limited knowledge about nitroglycerin use to help control angina that may occur during exercise. Some patients tend to avoid physical stress and activity for fear of causing an anginal attack. The use of nitroglycerin before you exercise, known as prophylaxis, can allow you to perform regular exercise for a longer duration without chest discomfort from angina. Working with your doctor to understand specific exercises that you can perform safely and using nitroglycerin before you exercise can reduce 2 important barriers to being more active.
Nitroglycerin and Exercise
The prophylactic use of nitroglycerin in patients with stable angina 
How Is Nitroglycerin Supplied?
Nitroglycerin is available in several different forms. Of the forms described below, the spray and tablet are the most commonly prescribed. Your doctor will help you decide which one is right for you.
• Spray: Aim the spray on or under the tongue. To use the oral spray, remove the plastic cap, but do not shake the container. In case of a new bottle or container, prime the pump before use by releasing a test spray. Similarly, if a bottle has not been used for more than 6 weeks, prime it again with 1 or 2 test sprays. The spray has a shelflife of 2 years.
• Tablets: Nitroglycerin tablets, which come in bottles, should be placed underneath the tongue (sublingual) or between teeth and cheek; they should not be chewed, crushed, or swallowed. The tablet acts rapidly (within 1-2 minutes). Nitroglycerin tablets are potent until the labeled expiration date is reached and should then be replaced. They should be stored in a closed container at room temperature and away from heat, moisture, and direct light. The sublingual tablets should be kept in the original bottle, and the cap should be screwed on tightly after each use.
• Capsules/pills: You can take these capsules/pills by mouth, similar to other pills. They are usually prescribed to be taken 2 to 4 times a day.
• Patch: The patch should be applied to the chest, back, shoulders, or upper arms but not on legs, lower arm, or any hairy area.
The patch should be used for 12 hours on and 12 hours off so that you do not develop tolerance to it.
• Ointment: The ointment comes in a tube and should be smoothed lightly (not rubbed) on the skin. This form is generally used only in patients who are hospitalized.
If you have mild anginal symptoms with exercise, your doctor may advise you to use the spray or tablet either 5 or 10 minutes before you exercise or as soon as you feel your angina symptoms coming on. It is recommended that you use the fewest number of sprays or tablets needed to relieve the angina discomfort. Whichever form your doctor prescribes for you, it is important to remember to take nitroglycerin exactly as directed; do not discontinue the medication without your doctor's consent. It is also a good idea to keep track of how many sprays or tablets you use each day or week so that you can determine if your angina is getting better or worse. If you need more nitroglycerin to do the same amount of exercise, you should let your doctor know. The Table shows the various grades of angina. Rating your angina on a scale of 1 (mild) to 4 (worst ever) helps you know when to take action.
Please read this next section carefully because you need to know when to call for help if your angina is not relieved within a certain prescribed period of time.
How Much Nitroglycerin Should I Take and What Do I Do if it Does Not Relieve my Anginal Discomfort?
Please take 1 dose of nitroglycerin (1-2 sprays or a tablet) immediately at the onset of an angina attack. If the symptoms get a little better after the first dose but do not go away completely, a second dose may be taken (as advised by your physician) 5 minutes later. You can even take a third dose 5 minutes after the second dose. It is important to note that you should not use more than 3 doses in a 15-minute period.
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Emergency services should be summoned if any of the following occurs:
• Your symptoms do not improve substantially within 5 minutes or if they worsen after the first dose.
• Your symptoms do not continue to get better after the second dose.
• Your chest pain/discomfort does not go away completely 5 minutes after taking the third dose.
• You feel that you have taken more than the required dose. Symptoms of an overdose may include headache, confusion, dizziness, slow or pounding heartbeat, nausea, vomiting, fainting, shortness of breath, sweating, flushing, cold and clammy skin, loss of ability to move the body, loss of consciousness for a period of time, or seizures.
Are There Any Situations in Which Patients Should Not Take Nitroglycerin?
Nitroglycerin should be used only to treat angina pectoris. Please consult with your physician before starting your exercise program. The use of nitroglycerin in patients with angina at rest should be specifically prescribed by their physician. Nitroglycerin should not be taken if you have a known allergy to nitrates/ nitrites. Additionally, you may develop tolerance with continuous use of nitrates. When nitroglycerin patches are used, intermittent therapy (12 hours on and 12 hours off) is advised. Phosphodiesterase-5 inhibitors (such as Viagra or Cialis used for the treatment of erectile dysfunction) taken along with nitroglycerin can lead to extreme relaxation of 
The Good News
Participating in a physical activity program that you enjoy is an excellent way to help manage your CAD. The good news is that even a small increase in physical activity is likely to have a positive impact on your health, and regular exercise promotes longevity. For example, if you walk or garden for 15 minutes, consider increasing that to 20 minutes. If you sit most of the day, consider standing periodically to break up long periods of sitting. Talk to your doctor about the type and amount of physical activity you can do safely. If fear of angina is one of the reasons you avoid exercise, talk to your doctor about the possible use of nitroglycerin to prevent or lessen these symptoms. There are many health benefits to gain from adding more physical activity into your routine. Discuss this with your doctor at your next opportunity.
